Defective in vitro T cell colony formation in the acquired immunodeficiency syndrome.
Depressed T cell immunity is a universal characteristic of the acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS). In the present study, 25 patients with AIDS and opportunistic infections, 22 individuals with AIDS-related complex (ARC, or chronic lymphadenopathy syndrome), and 20 healthy homosexuals were evaluated by means of the T cell colony assay. Forty-seven healthy heterosexual controls showed an average of 3964 +/- 319 colonies/7.5 X 10(5) cells, with a range of 880 to 9340. The mean in the 20 healthy homosexuals (3173 +/- 483) did not differ significantly from the controls; in this group, only three patients had values less than 1000 colonies/plate. By contrast, all AIDS patients and 14 ARC patients had colony counts less than 1000. The mean value for the AIDS patients was only 24 +/- 15 (p less than 0.0005 compared with either controls or healthy homosexuals); values in the ARC group were intermediate (1180 +/- 360). The addition of interleukin 2 to the plates promoted correction of the proliferative abnormality in ARC patients. This interleukin increased colony scores in the AIDS group, but the mean value was still significantly less than controls. Comparison indicated that the colony assay is a more sensitive indicator for detecting proliferative abnormalities than responses to PHA, Con A, or pokeweed mitogen in suspension cultures.